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Volume Seven Number Two 
Legends of Christmas in Art was prepared for the 
Community Art Project some years ago as an illustrated 
lecture tracing the history of the Christmas story from 
earliest days to the present time. 
"It was almost two thousand years ago" the opening 
paragraph of the talk reads, "that Angels of the Lord 
announced the miraculous birth of the Christ Child. For 
nearly two thousand years Christian peoples have 
remembered the birth of a Child in humble surround­
ings, and have recorded the adoration that wise men, 
animals and shepherds accorded to him. Each succeed­
ing age has had its own way of telling the story in litera­
ture and in Art." 
"In time Christian art became a great open bible, 
written for the people of the faith, first in the under­
ground catacombs; later, across the facades and on the 
walls of the churches, and in the parchment pages of 
the manuscripts. Its pictures were endowed with sym­
bolic meanings, which were repeated and augmented 
during the succeeding centuries." 
Most of the illustrations for the lecture are drawn 
from works of art now in European collections, but the 
original of one beautiful example, a French Gothic ivory 
diptych of the late thirteenth century belongs to the 
Rhode Island School of Design, where it may be seen 
on the Main floor during the month of December. It 
has, therefore, been singled out for especial considera­
tion in this article. 
The finely executed carving of the diptych depicts 
scenes from the New Testament. The Annunciation to 
the Virgin and the Birth of Christ occupy the panel at 
the lower left. The lower right panel is devoted to the 
Adoration of the Magi. Above, on the left, is the 
crucifixion and the Coronation of the Virgin. The panel 
at the upper right shows the Last Judgment, with the 
Resurrection of the Dead and the Reception into 
Heaven and Hell drawn in naive detail just below. 
Ivory carvings like this one paralleled sculpture in 
artistic development from the fourth to the end of the 
sixteenth century. Since much of the sculpture has 
perished or survived in poor condition, the ivories, 
beautifully executed and preserved, as this one is, have 
an even added value for us. Moreover, in works of the 
Legends of Christmas in Art 
late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries the beauty 
of ivory as a material combined with a perfection of 
technique to achieve one of the happiest expressions of 
Gothic spirit and style. In the beauty of that style, this 
little diptych, measuring 9'/2" high by wide, com­
pares favorably with the very best works of the period. 
The figures are finely conceived and executed in the full 
grace of Gothic freedom while the Gothic arcading 
with its trefoiling and leaf forms within, and the run­
ning grape design exemplify to perfection the charac­
teristic decorative details of the time. 
The use of the diptych form of two leaved tablets 
dates from classical times. Originally each leaf was 
made with a depression on one side to hold the melted 
and hardened wax upon which the scribe inscribed his 
writings with a stylus. The opposite sides of the panels 
were ornamented with carving. At first wood was used 
as well as ivory to make the diptychs. By Gothic times, 
however, ivory was the accepted material, and while the 
form of the diptych remained, its use as a writing tablet 
has long since given over to a new religious purpose. 
The two leaved folding tablets fitted admirably the need 
for small portable altars or shrines for use in private 
chapels, castles, or for use on long journeys. When the 
leaves were closed protection was afforded to the 
delicate carvings. For such works ivory was an ideal 
material. It was semi-precious, pure and white in color; 
it enhanced the most delicate of carving and took to 
perfection a light color tinting to bring out details. 
Thus it was that carved diptychs, like the one in the 
Rhode Island School of Design became part of the 
religious furniture of the middle ages. 
The two scenes which have especial bearing on the 
Christmas story, The Birth of Christ, and The Adoration 
of the Magi are characteristic expressions of the Gothic 
spirit. The formality of earlier days has broken down 
and in its place a pervading human grace lends its 
tender charm to both subjects. In the Nativity, Mary 
lies in bed with the young Child in a little criblike basket 
beside her. He is no longer swaddled, as in the Byzan­
tine manner, but is wrapped in a light cover, like a little 
human baby. The Heavenly Host announces the miracu­
lous event to the Shepherds on the hillside. Joseph 
kneels in human attitude by Mary's bed, while the ox 
and the ass, by now long established as part of the 
story, kneel also before the Child's crib. We are so 
accustomed to thinking of the ox and ass as part of the 
Nativity scene, that it is with surprise we realize they 
are not mentioned anywhere in the Gospels of Sts. 
Matthew, Mark, Luke or John. We have to turn to other 
sources to explain their presence. A body of writings 
known as the Apocryphal Gospels grew up during the 
early centuries of Christianity. The early Christian was 
always eager to grasp any little detail to fill in and 
clarify the Christian story, or to make clear the miracu­
lous foundation of the new religion. The Canonical 
Gospels are austere and bare of detail. In the course 
of time legends grew up, based on the Gospels but 
elaborating them with exact figures and exact details 
to satisfy the curiosity of the people. Analogies between 
the Old and New Testaments were offered to explain 
and prove the fulfillment of the Old Testament proph­
ecies. Many of these stories came out of the East, 
long famous for the richness and beauty of imaginative 
tales like the Thousand and One Nights and other 
fantastic stories. Of such stories are the Apocryphal 
Gospels made, and because they were dramatic and 
specific the people loved them. Though they were not 
accepted by the church, they were accepted by the 
artists and we must turn to these Apocryphal tales to 
explain many of the pictured details in Christian Art. 
So it is with the ox and the ass. In the gospel of Pseudo-
Matthew of the Infancy of Mary and Jesus, Chapter 14, 
we read: 'Now on the third day after the nativity of 
our Lord Jesus Christ the most blessed Mary went out 
of the cave, and entering a stable, put her child in a 
manger, and the ox and ass adored him. Then was ful­
filled that which was spoken by Isaiah the prophet, who 
said, The ox doth know his owner, and the ass his 
master's crib. The very animals, therefore, ox and ass, 
having him between them, incessantly adored him. Then 
was fulfilled that which was spoken by Habakkuk the 
prophet, who said, Between two animals thou art made 
known.' Thus it was that the ox and ass came to take 
their place in all the renderings of the Scene of the 
Birth of Christ from the fourth century onward. Later, 
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their symbolic character was developed even further, 
and they came to represent the recognition accorded 
Christ by the animal world, just as the magi represented 
the Gentile world and the shepherds represented the 
Jewish world. 
The scene on the lower right of diptych, The Adora­
tion of the Magi is a most charming one in composition. 
By the time that this ivory was carved "The Church had 
begun to dramatize in pageantry the events of Christ's 
life to make them more real for the people. If you had 
been in church somewhere in France sometime after 
the twelfth century on the sixth of January to celebrate 
the day of the arrival of the Wisemen of the East, come 
to lay down their gifts at the feet of the Infant Christ, 
you would have seen at a stated time in the service, 
three crowned kings walking gravely down the aisle, 
carrying gold and myrrh and incense. They would be 
singing as they came, led by a star suspended from a 
moving string. One of them would point this star out 
to his companions, as he said: 'The sign of the Lord has 
come to announce the King of Israel.' Then the three 
wisemen, one of them kneeling, would present their 
precious gifts to an image of the Virgin and her newborn 
Son." 
It is this liturgical drama which is portrayed here. An 
altogether delightful gentleness pervades the scene, 
as one king kneels, and one points out the star, while a 
keeper, brandishing a lash, watches over the mules. The 
magi are represented as of varying ages, for they have 
come to symbolize not only the adoration accorded 
the Christ by the Gentile world, but they also represent 
in their varying ages the enthusiasm of youth, the 
reason of maturity and the experience of old age come 
to lay gifts before this infant king. 
The Child, Himself, is no longer in swaddling clothes, 
or in the rich garments of an Earthly Prince, as Byzantine 
artists portrayed him, but in the loose garment of a 
child as conceived by the Gothic artist. The carving of 
this beautiful ivory is permeated by a new quality of 
human reality, the triumph of the Gothic spirit in the 
world of art. . r r. 
Antoinette F. Downing 
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EXHIBITIONS OUTSIDE OF RHODE ISLAND 
Andover, Mass., Addison Gallery, Phillips Academy 
Dec. 2-Jan. 2—Water colors from the Permanent Collection. 
Boston, Mass., Museum of Fine Arts 
Dec. I-Jan. 15—The Juliana Cheney Edwards Collection of 
Furniture and Decorative Arts. (Upper galleries.) 
Sharaku Prints. (Lower galleries.) 
Boston, Mass., Guild of Boston Artists 
Nov. 20-Dec. 2—Paintings by Aldro T. Hibbard. 
Dec. 4-Dec. Ifc—Paintings by Frederick G. Hall. 
Dec. I8-Dec. 30—Exhibition by Members of the Guild. 
Pittsfield, Mass., The Berkshire Museum 
Dec. 9-Dec. 23—Daumier—small exhibition. 
Springfield, Mass., Springfield Museum of Fine Arts 
Nov. 20-Dec. 17—Paintings and Drawings by David and 
Ingres. 
Dec. 10-Dec. 31—Work by the Artist Union of Springfield. 
Wellesley, Mass., Farnsworth Museum, Wellesley College 
Nov. 29-Dec. 18—Paintings, Embroideries and Embroidery 
Designs by Mme. Anna Lesznai, Hungarian artist. 
Worcester, Mass., Worcester Art Museum 
Dec. I5-Jan. 31—A Survey of Prints and Printmaking. A 
selection of prints from the Museum's collection to 
inaugurate the new Print Room. 
Dec. I6-Jan. 13—Houses and Housing, organized by the 
Federal Housing Authority and the Museum of Modern 
Art. 
New York, N. Y., Museum of Modern Art 
Nov. I5-Jan. 7—Picasso Retrospective 1898-1939. 
EXHIBITIONS IN RHODE ISLAND 
Faunce House Gallery, Brown University 
Dec. 4-Dec. 19—Exhibition of Hokusai drawings. 
Museum of the Rhode Island School of Design 
Nov. 8-Dec. 10—Contemporary American Art. 
Dec. 27-Jan. 30—Rhode Island Art Treasures. 
School Gallery, Rhode Island School of Design, 14 College St. 
Dec. I-Dec. 23—Exhibition of Students' Work. 
Research Laboratory Gallery, Rhode Island School of Design 
Dec. I-Dec. 15—Japanese Prints. 
Dec. I6-Dec. 31—Original Christmas Cards. 
CALENDAR 
Sunday, December 3 
Gallery talk by Colonel H. Anthony Dyer, "Rambles in the 
Oldest Churches in Rome." Museum of the Rhode Island 
School of Design, 3:30 P. M. 
'Concert by Marion Anderson, contralto. Metropolitan 
Theatre, 3:30 P. M. 
Monday, December 4 
'The Players present "Night Must Fall" by Emlyn Williams. 
Barker Playhouse, 8:30 P. M. Tickets may be obtained through 
members. 
Basement Studio Group: Song recital by Madame Rina 
Ambrosini; readings by group members. Tea. 80 Benefit 
Street, 8:10 P. M. 
Tuesday, December 5 
Illustrated lecture on Latin American music by Madame 
la Bastille. Alumnae Hall, 8:00 P. M. 
'The Players present "Night Must Fall" by Emlyn Williams. 
Barker Playhouse, 8:30 P. M. 
Wednesday, December 6 
"The Players present "Night Must Fall" by Emlyn Williams. 
Barker Playhouse, 8:30 P. M. 
Thursday, December 7 
'University Orchestra Concert by the Brown University 
orchestra. Faunce House Theatre, 8:15 P. M. 
"The Players present "Night Must Fall" by Emlyn Williams. 
Barker Playhouse, 8:30 P. M. 
Friday, December 8 
Organ recital by Marcel Dupres at Sayles Hall, Brown Uni­
versity, 4:30 P. M. 
"The Players present "Night Must Fall" by Emlyn Williams. 
Barker Playhouse, 8:30 P. M. 
Sunday, December 10 
Gallery talk by Dana P. Vaughan. "Illustrations that Children 
Like." Museum of the Rhode Island School of Design, 
3:30 P. M. 
Monday, December I I 
Basement Studio Group: Song recital by Mrs. Norma Haskell 
Senft; readings by group members. Tea. 80 Benefit Street, 
8:10 P. M. 
'Sock and Buskin presents "The Petrified Forest" by Robert 
Sherwood. Faunce House Theatre, 8:30 P. M. 
Thursday, December 14 
'Sock and Buskin presents "The Petrified Forest" by Robert 
Sherwood. Faunce House Theatre, 8:30 P. M. 
Friday, December 15 
'Sock and Buskin presents "The Petrified Forest" by Robert 
Sherwood. Faunce House Theatre, 8:30 P. M. 
Saturday, December 16 
'Sock and Buskin presents "The Petrified Forest" by Robert 
Sherwood. Faunce House Theatre, 8:30 P. M. 
Sunday, December 17 
Gallery talk by Professor George E. Downing. "Gothic 
Sculpture." Museum of the Rhode Island School of Design. 
University Vespers by Pembroke College and Brown Uni­
versity. Alumnae Hall, 4:30 P. M. 
The Providence Y Oratorio Society presents "Messiah" by 
Handel. Plymouth Union Congregational Church, 7:30 P. M. 
Monday, December 18 
Basement Studio Group: Dramatic reading of "The Master 
Builder" by Henrik Ibsen. Tea. 80 Benefit Street, 8:10 P. M. 
Tuesday, December 19 
'The Providence Community Concert Association presents 
Grace Moore, soprano. Metropolitan Theatre, 8:30 P. M. 
Sunday, December 31 
Gallery talk by Elizabeth T. Casey. "Jewelry through the 
Ages." Museum of the Rhode Island School of Design, 
3:30 P. M. 
Providence Art Club 
Nov. 21-Dec. 3—Paintings by Pauline J. Paull and Antonio 
Cirino. 
Dec. 5-Dec. 31—Annual Exhibition and Sale of Little Pictures. 
Armour Gallery 
Dec. I-Dec. 31—Dry Points and Etchings by modern Masters. 
Tilden-Thurber Gallery 
Nov. 23-Dec. 18—Watercolors by Colonel H. Anthony Dyer. 
Deborah Cook Sayles Library, Pawtucket, R. I. 
Dec. I-Dec. 31—Federal Art Project Exhibition. 
Newport Art Association 
Nov. 30-Dec. 24—Exhibition of Christmas Cards. 
